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Smith: Zero Defects and You

ZERO DEFECTS AND

YOU

Some acclaim it; some deride it—Zero Defects. This
is the story of one company's experience to date—
and how it put its program into effect.
By Robert M. Smith, Editor

most parts
the intricate manufacturing line
this country saw a multi-mil
necessary to produce a space rock
lion-dollar project — plus hours ofet.
suspense, and years of prestige —
It’s to prevent exactly such mis
abruptly end in anticlimax as Gem
haps that a new concept — Zero De
ini 6 misfired on its launching pad.
fects — is spreading rapidly today.
Briefly, Zero Defects is the con
The suspense built up again —
cept that if only every company
and prestige was recovered — as
the rocket was made ready once
could somehow instill in each of
more and then triumphantly ful
its workers a sense of pride in the
perfection of his own work —
filled its role in making rendezvous
with Gemini 7 several days later.
... so that manufactured goods
would
never have to be rejected on
But the first failure was caused
inspection
by a ridiculous thing, a loose elec
. . .so that hours of expensive
trical plug, something that presum
time backtracking an accounting
ably could have been prevented by
error could be eliminated
a little more care somewhere along
his past month
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... so that letters would always
be perfect when presented for sig
nature
. . .then obviously the company
would benefit, and so would its
customers.
That’s the whole theory behind
Zero Defects, a deliberate program
for ensuring that workers do their
jobs right the first time without
coercion or undue pressure.
Does it work?
It has worked beautifully for
some companies. Martin-Orlando,
which created the concept, found
that its rejection rate for hardware
defects dropped 45 per cent the
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The Allison flip chart was distributed to all supervisors for use in employee indoctrination. As the employee ...

first year the program was in effect,
fell another 25 per cent the second
year.
Others, however, report disap

pointing results.
Why this discrepancy? Why do
some concerns swear by the idea,
others discount it?
Since the success or failure of a
Zero Defects program is based
largely on employee belief in it
and determination to make it work,
it seems to be largely a matter of
motivation, propaganda if you will.
If employees are persuaded to ac
cept the concept — and to continue
to accept it after the first wave
enthusiasm has passed — Zero De
fects accomplishes a good deal. If
continuing enthusiasm is lacking,
however, the program rapidly runs
out of steam.
One company’s experience

Let’s see how one company which
has only recently organized a Zero
Defects program prepared the way
for it, the results it has achieved
so far, and the plans it has made
to maintain the momentum so far
achieved.
The Allison Division of General
Motors, located in Indianapolis,
Ind., is a major defense contractor
primarily engaged now in making
heavy duty transmissions and aero
space products. Like so many
other defense contractors, it has a
strong, overriding realization that
lives depend on its products’ being
perfect — not most of the time but
all of the time.
And Martin-Orlando had achieved

sensational results with Zero De
fects. Allison was, naturally, inter
ested and formed a task force about
a year and a half ago to look into
this new program and see whether
or not it offered possibilities for
Allison.
The task force spent about a
year studying every company it
could find that had inaugurated a
Zero Defects program. These in
cluded North American Aviation,
General Electric, Lycoming, and
Martin-Orlando, the pioneer of the
group.
In the course of its study, the
Allison group decided certain
things. The General Motors divi
sion had had a suggestion system
in effect for several years, with
monetary rewards for those whose
ideas were accepted. It was felt,
therefore, that cash rewards should
not be a part of the Zero Defects
effort.
Allison also decided early in the
game that participation — at every
level — rather than exhortation was
the key to a successful program. So
that’s been their plan — to make the
employees decide the scheme
would work, every type and cate
gory of employee, including the
production worker as well
top
management.
To do this, the campaign to
launch Zero Defects at Allison was
planned as carefully as a military
landing. In May, 1965, the plan for
Zero Defects was presented to top
management, and accepted. From
that point on, the schedule went
into effect — a schedule, inciden
tally, that was completely planned
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and timed by PERT techniques.
Introduction of the program to
all employees was scheduled for
August 2. And every other phase
of the plan was geared to that date.
The ‘teaser’ approach

First of all, the planners bor
rowed a technique long familiar to
movie promotors — the “teaser.”
Allison starts its work day early. So
it launched a 6-7 a.m. radio pro
gram on a local Indianapolis sta
tion aimed primarily at its own em
ployees. The program was like most
early morning shows — some music,
some weather, some traffic reports,
some news. But it always had tag
lines of the “What’s going on at
Allison? Something’s up,” variety
liberally sprinkled in.
So, for five days a week, for one
hour a day Allison’s 14,000 em
ployees had their curiosity stimu
lated. What was going on at Alli
son?
The secret was well kept for the
better part of a month. Even the
letter of invitation to a general
management meeting on July 27
didn’t specify what the meeting
was all about. Held at Clowes Hall
of Indianapolis’ Butler University,
the meeting introduced the Zero
Defects concept to management
with quite a little fanfare. Speakers
included Lt. Gen. Thomas P. Ger
rity, Deputy Chief of Staff for
Systems and Logistics, U. S. Air
Force. He was backed by good
Allison customers: W. A. Pulver,
of Lockheed Georgia; Major Gen
eral Roland P. Anderson, ComManagement Services2
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... read the simple statements, the supervisor used the detailed statement on the reverse of the next card as a talk outline.

manding General, U. S. Army Wea
pons Command; and Rear Admiral
J. P. Sager, Assistant Chief for
Production and Quality Control,
BuWeps, U. S. Navy. All warmly
endorsed the Zero Defects idea on
the basis of personal knowledge
and experience of what it could
accomplish.
Simultaneously with the manage
ment meeting on the 27th, every
Allison employee received a letter
introducing the Zero Defects idea,
and two days later, on the 29th,
received a brochure explaining
it in some detail. In the interven
ing two days, each supervisor re
ceived a special packet of materials
and training aids to be used in in
doctrinating workers. This package
contained a booklet on how to hold
an effective conference, a detailed
explanation of the program, and a
small flip chart with each card
printed on both sides. One side
each card carried salient points of
the plan; the reverse of the next
card to be shown the worker bore
a more detailed explanation em
phasizing the same points. Thus, as
each worker was shown a card
making a few simple points, his
supervisor was looking at the de
tailed outline for a talk making the
same points in greater detail. The
more articulate used it as an out
line; some simply read what was in
front of them.
But almost all workers got the
message.
Supervisors talked to employees
on Monday, August 2, and those
employees who accepted the plan
were given pledge cards to sign,
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and a small enamelled button to
wear signifying they had signed
the Zero Defects pledge. For the
entire scheme has been voluntary
since its inception. No worker is
pressured to sign a pledge card or
promise to support the program.
This has been a deliberate deci
sion. Allison feels the program will
be more effective and will have
more wholehearted support as long
as it is the worker’s own decision
as to whether he will participate
or not. If he signs the pledge, and
wears the Zero Defects emblem, he
does it of his own free will. Pre
sumably he will respect the pro
gram and try to live up to its pro
visions that much more.
Union agreement? That was ob
tained at a meeting on July 28,
immediately after the general man
agement meeting. The presentation
was an exact duplicate of that made
to management the night before,
and the proposition was a simple

one: Every worker was to be asked
to agree to participate in a pro
gram which would ask him to do
his job right the first time. And he
was to be asked to join, not forced
to join.
Company propaganda made the
point simply in a brochure pre
pared for all workers:
“Zero Defects is an attitude — a
healthy attitude whereby we com
mit ourselves to doing the job right
the first time. It is an attitude that
challenges the unsound philosophy
that it is only human to err. We
won’t permit the supermarket cash
ier to short-change us on one of
our purchases, nor do we make the
mistake of going home to the wrong
house several times a month. We
know we can’t occasionally forget
to pay our income taxes and we
wouldn’t accept an occasional error
in our paycheck. These are mis
takes people do not make on pur
pose. They are just silly errors. But

MY ZERO DEFECTS PLEDGE

I affirm my pride in my work and declare my dedica
tion to a high standard of performance in keeping
with my best skill and judgment.

I believe

that all Allison employes should be dedi
cated to the idea of doing their jobs right the first time
in the true tradition of craftsmanship.

I pledge

my individual efforts in the pursuit of this

goal.

EMPLOYE
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not
eliminate
the neces
sity for having a quality control
program
well.
Inspection programs are
strict

at Allison as they have ever been.
The theory, however, is that
eventually the idea of making work
ers themselves more responsible,
more prone to take care and to
check their own work, will pay off,
if not in decreased expenses, at
least in greater reliability of every
thing the company produces.
Has it worked?
So far, yes. Allison finds that af
ter an initial period in which error
rates were climbing steadily (most
ly because workers were becoming
accustomed to finding and record
ing them), they have dropped dra
matically. Now that the program
has been under way for more than
six months, the following results
can be reported:
Accounting shows a reduction
more than 17 per cent in errors re
isn’t it just as silly to tighten a
set its own standards of measure
ported. The sales and service de
locknut improperly, type an error
ment, there was no real competi
partments are counting typing er
into a letter, overlook the mistakes
tion between departments. The only
rors, packaging errors, etc., and re
made in a blueprint or planning
basic rule was:

port a 44 per cent reduction. En
sheet, or put a part on backward?
Anything that had to be done
gineering, with an active program,
No, we don’t make these errors if
over was an error.
shows a 50 per cent decrease in
we are thoughtful about the job
So each unit has its own way of
measured
errors. Product assurance
we are doing.”
measuring accuracy, subject only
shows
a
19
per cent decrease. Pro
The unions agreed to the pro
to the condition that some kind of
duction
control
reports over a 41
gram.
record be kept. There is no check
per
cent
decrease
in receiving slip
Following the Thursday and Fri
ing back and forth between de
errors
alone.
Manufacturing
reports
day meetings between supervisors
partments, except in drafting,
some
departments
show
an
18 per
and personnel, the next week saw
which, obviously, is apt to find en
cent reduction in defects. Experi
a general release of news
the
gineering errors when translating
mental assembly has done errorZero Defects program to the In
specifications to blueprints. Errors
free work for a 30-day period. One
dianapolis community, and contin
found there are faithfully report
transmission assembly department
ued indoctrination of the Allison
ed back to engineering.
ran nine weeks without an assembly
workforce. The company newspa
Even office areas, which have
error. Purchasing reports a 14 per
per devoted three of its four pages
never been subject to quality con
cent to 72 per cent reduction
to the Zero Defects plan, report
trol measures in the past, are in
various areas.
ing in detail the events of the
volved in the program. Accounting,
Can this be maintained?
previous week. The morning radio
for example, found that many shop
Only time will tell. But Allison
program hammered at the theme.
time tickets used for budgetary
is sold on the program to the point
Posters appeared in employee cafe
control in one large department
where the company is determined
terias and management restaurants,
were filled out incorrectly. By
it will work. And the monthly mail
and in every corridor of the exten
working closely with this depart
ing of Precision, the morning radio
sive Allison buildings. And employ
ment, these errors were slashed by
program, the constant reminders in
ees began receiving two monthly
more than half in just a few weeks,
the house publication, the contin
publications, Precision and Zero-In,
resulting in a savings of many man
uing emphasis through posters —
both devoted exclusively to Zero
hours required for correction and
even the letters — Z.
— typed af
Defects.
rewriting. Similar examples were
Meanwhile the mechanics
put
ter the stenographer’s initials on
found in salary time tickets and the
ting the program into effect were
individual preparation of expense
letters that go out, give hope that
being devised by each department
reports.
the program will continue to be
on its own. Since each department
successful.
Obviously, the Zero Defects pro
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